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The sight of his 12-year-old granddaughter Tori handcuffed by VPD officers as she and her grandfather
Maxwell Johnson tried to open a bank account continues to haunt the 56-year-old. arLEN REDEKOP

 Indigenous family to consider

_ options in search for justice
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Inhis first newspaper interview,
held Monday at a Vancouver law
firm, he recalled how while in
handcuffs, he was worried not
only about Tori, but also about
his son, who witnessed the arrest
and phoned his mother to ask her
what to do.

“It must have been hard for him
to see his dad and his niece being
handcuffed and being taken out of
the bank by police members,” said
Johnson, whose familylivesin Bel-
laBella, but travels fairly regularly
to Vancouver.

Indigenous leaders and mem-
bers of the public have responded
with outrage to the bank arrests,
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down inside the bank and asked
us questions, rather than taking us
outside and putting cuffs on us?”
Johnson asked.

Johnson would like, down the
road, to meet one on one with
someone at the bank. He isn’t
sure he wants a similar invitation
from police, around whom he said
he and his granddaughter still feel
nervous.

On Monday, the mayor said he
expects the police board will dis-
cussitsreviewat Thursday’s meet-
ing. Questions about the individual
conduct ofthe police officers are in
the hands of the complaints com-



Indigenous leaders and mem-
bers of the public have responded
with outrage to the bank arrests,
prompting responses from the
groups involved. The police de-
partmenthasapologized, last week
explaining that “officers decided to
use handcuffs to contain the situ-
ation while they completed their
investigation.”

Vancouver Mayor Kennedy
Stewart, who chairs the Vancou-
ver Police Board, said he “felt sick”
about the incident. He pledged
that policies would be reviewed
to reduce the risk of something
similar happening again.

The Office of the Police Com-
plaint Commissioner has asked
Delta police to conduct a “thor-
ough and independent investiga-
tion” into how Vancouver police
handled the situation.

And BMO Financial Group said
last week that it’s establishing an
advisory council of Indigenous
leaders from across Canada. BMO
CEO Darryl White said Johnson
wasn’t treated with respect or
trust, calling what happened “un-
acceptable.”

“I — and our entire organization
—unreservedly apologize for what
happened. We simply should not
have called the police, regardless
of the circumstances,” White said
in a statement.

Johnson, a member of the Hei-
Itsuk Nation and an artist, carver
and singer, welcomed the probes,
but added: “I don’t know if they
willbe sufficient because they have
a lot to learn about First Nations

-people. It might be going in the
right direction.”

Afterbeingdetained for 45 min-
utes on the sidewalk outside the
bank, Johnson was released and
the police apologized, but no one
from BMO said they were sorry
that day, he recalled. The BMO’s
apology and announcement of an
advisory panel last week took too
much time to come, and meant
less because it was done through
the media and not face to face, said
Johnson, 56.

He added he’s disappointed the
bank hasn’t addressed the issue
of whether its employees’ actions
were due to racism.

“It makes me think that if T
wasn’t a First Nations person,
would they have handled it dif-
ferently? Would they have sat us

ing. Questions about theindividual
conductofthe police officers arein
the hands of the complaints com-
mission, Stewart added.

Marilyn Slett, chief councillor of
the Heiltsuk Tribal Council, said
the Johnson family is focusing
first on healing emotionally from
this ordeal, but will then consider
other options in their journey to
seek justice. That could include
a formal complaint against the
Vancouver police, a human-rights
complaint, or a civil lawsuit.

Slett, who was also in Vancou-
ver on Monday, said the current
police reviews will examine what
happened to Johnson and why, but
she’s worried they won’t confront
the issue of systemic racism.

“There needs tobe aradical shift
in thinking. There needs tobe cul-
tural competency training for po-
lice officers,” she said.

Regarding BMO, she said the
apology addressed what happened
atthebank, but didn’t take respon-
sibility for why it happened.

It must have
been hard for
himto see his
dad and his
niece being
handcuffed and
being taken out
of the bank by
police members.

“It’s ahalfapology. It’s not going
to move us forward,” Slett said.

Johnson, a mental health advo-
cate who has publicly shared his
struggles with panic disorder, said
this experience has caused anxiety
attacks, especially at night when he
relives the trauma ofthearrestand
his granddaughter’s fear.

What has helped him over the
last month is the outpouring of
support from so many people.

“The support that we have been
shown is unbelievable, not only
from our community, but from
people all over the place.,” John-
son said.
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